WHAT IS THE "PROLETARIAT"P1
THE latest social agitation is marked by a fondness
for big words and high-sounding phrases. The words
which are most in favor are not those which are espe-
cially sonorous but those which have a philosophical
clink and are a little pedantic; and as for the phrases,
it is interesting and remarkable to notice in what mouths
one may find a forlorn tatter of Hegelian philosophy.
The leaders of the movement have created a dialect all
their own, which has a strange and foreign sound to the
uninitiated, and which suggests far-reaching observa-
tions on social philosophy to those who can find the
occult significance of the phraseology. It is certain
that it becomes a fashion and an affectation among the
adherents of the movement to use the terms and bandy
the catch phrases of the sect. They are largely the
victims of the "phrase."
The dialect of a movement, however, is never a matter
to be treated with indifference; in its origin, and in the
mouths of the leaders, it had a motive and a logical
sense. No American artisan can understand what he
means when he talks about the "bourgeoisie5* or the
"proletariat/* The former word certainly is entirely
exotic; if it be explained to mean the middle class, it
has no application to American society, and it has lost
all the side signification which gives it its importance in
Europe, when it is so explained. Such words are a
part of the foreign dress of a set of ideas which are not
yet naturalized. The word, however, cannot be given
1 The Independent, October 28,1886.